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DRAFT 

ENVIRONMENTAL  ASSESSMENT 

FOR  THE 

HIRSCHY  CONSERVATION  EASEMENTS 


MONTANA  FISH,  WILDLIFE  &  PARKS 
WILDLIFE  DIVISION 


I.  INTRODUCTION 

Montana  Fish,  Wildlife  &  Parks  (FWP)  proposes  to  acquire  two  conservation 
easements:  to  purchase  an  easement  on  9468.75  acres  of  the  Jack  Hirschy  Livestock  Inc. 
land,  and  to  accept  the  donation  of  an  easement  on  1360  acres  of  the  Moose  Creek  property 
owned  by  Fred  and  Lynn  Hirschy.  The  proposed  conservation  easements  cover  10,828.75 
acres  of  a  much  larger  family  ranch,  located  within  the  Big  Hole  drainage,  about  10  miles 
west  of  Wisdom  in  Beaverhead  County,  Montana  (see  Figure  1). 

For  ease  of  description,  location  of  the  parcels  is  described  based  on  their  respective 
distances  from  the  junction  of  highways  278  and  43  at  Wisdom:  the  East  Side  parcels  are 
about  10  miles  south  of  the  junction  (see  figures  1  and  2);  the  Big  Hole  parcel  is  about  15 
miles  southwest  of  the  junction  (see  figures  1  and  3);  the  south  1 120  and  Moose  Creek 
parcels  are  about  16  miles  southwest  from  the  junction  (see  figures  1  and  4);  and  the  north 
side  of  the  1120  parcel  is  about  9  miles  west  from  the  junction  (see  figures  1  and  4). 


In  1996,  the  Hirschy  family  approached  Montana  Fish,  Wildlife  &  Parks  to  begin 
negotiations  for  a  conservation  easement.  FWP  identified  about  10,000  acres  of  land 
contained  in  the  proposed  easements  as  the  highest  priority  lands  for  protection  based  on 
habitat  quality  and  likelihood  of  subdivision. 
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Figure  1  Vicinity  Map 


Conservation  easement  property 
(East  Side,  1 120,  and  Big  Hole  parcels) 

Conservation  easement  property 
(Moose  Creek  parcel) 
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B    Figure  2  East  Side  Parcels 


Figure  3  Big  Hole  Parcel 
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As  of  this  writing,  conservation  easements  in  the  Big  Hole  drainage,  held  by  various 
conservation  groups,  covered  about  12,000  acres  and  involved  six  properties.  The  Montana 
Land  Reliance  and  The  Nature  Conser\'ancy  are  actively  working  on  additional  projects  in 
the  drainage  (Chris  Phelps,  Montana  Land  Reliance;  Bemie  Hall,  The  Nature  Conservancy, 
personal  communications,  September  17,  1997). 

FWP  has  interest  in  the  East  Side  parcels  because  they  contain  critical  elk  fall,  winter 
range,  and  spring  range,  with  limited  summer  range.  The  remaining  (west  side)  parcels  are 
part  of  a  migratory  route  for  an  elk  herd  that  moves  between  Montana  and  Idaho.    They  also 
serve  as  prime  spring/summer/fall  elk  habitat.  Prime  moose  habitat  is  present  on  the  west 
side  parcels  as  well. 

The  Big  Hole  drainage  has  been  the  focus  of  considerable  attention  from  various  state 
and  private  land  conservation  groups  because  of  its  scenic  attributes,  its  relatively  pristine 
setting,  and  its  abundant  opportunities  for  hunters,  wildlife  viewers,  recreationists,  and 
anglers.  The  Big  Hole  is  a  Class  I  stream.  These  streams  are  noted  for  their  world  class 
fishery  status  as  well  as  their  aesthetic  value,  amount  of  recreational  use  received,  and  ability 
to  support  FWP  species  of  special  interest  or  concern. 

Although  none  of  the  parcels  lies  directly  adjacent  to  the  Big  Hole  River,  all  contain 
tributaries  to  it.  The  1 120  and  Moose  Creek  parcels  contain  portions  of  Swamp  and  Moose 
creeks;  Moose  Creek  is  a  tributary  of  Swamp  Creek,  and  Swamp  Creek  supports  spawning 
and  rearing  conditions  for  the  fluvial  arctic  grayling,  an  FWP  species  of  special  concern. 

Maintenance  of  these  parcels  in  their  current  agricultural  use  also  would  help  sustain 
the  relatively  pristine  landscape  characteristic  of  the  present  day  Big  Hole  Valley. 


2.  AUTHORITY  AND  DIRECTION 

FWP  has  the  authority  under  law  (87-1-201)  to  protect,  enhance,  and  regulate  the  use 
of  Montana's  fish  and  wildlife  resources  for  public  benefit  now  and  in  the  future.  In  1975, 
the  legislature  passed  the  Montana  Voluntary  Conservation  Easement  Act  that  provides  the 
legal  framework  for  conservation  easements  in  Montana.  In  1987,  the  Montana  Legislature 
passed  HB  526  (87-1-241  and  242),  a  law  that  directs  a  percentage  allocation  of  revenue  from 
hunting  licenses  into  a  fund  for  securing  wildlife  habitat  via  lease,  conservation  easements,  or 
fee  title  acquisition. 


¥WP  prefers  to  obtain  conser\'ation  easements  rather  than  fee  title  interest  in  lands, 
where  appropriate,  both  to  conser\'e  public  funds  and  to  perpetuate  traditional  use  of  the  land 
in  a  manner  compatible  with  wildlife  use  and  habitat  maintenance.  Funds  used  to  purchase 
the  Hirschy  conservation  easements  would  come  from  HB  526  funds,  otherwise  known  as  the 
Habitat  Montana  Program. 


3.  PURPOSE  AND  NEED  FOR  THE  PROPOSED  ACTION 

Several  studies  have  shown  that  open  agricuhural  lands  are  increasingly  desirable  as 
residential  home  sites,  particularly  land  with  adjacent  water.  Between  1963  and  1973,  the 
area  in  suburban  tracts  in  Montana  increased  from  36,501  to  289,876  acres,  a  790  percent 
increase  (Hayden  In  Henderson  and  O'Herren  1992).  Hayden  (1975)  also  noted  that  niral 
subdivision  is  most  likely  on  streamside  property  and  on  adjacent  low-elevation  hillsides. 

The  food,  cover,  water,  and  space  required  by  wildlife  is  severely  disrupted  for  some 
species,  and  often  alters  species  composition  in  an  area,  due  to  the  disruption  or  removal  of 
habitat,  or  presence  of  human  activity.    Wide-ranging  subdivision  in  the  Big  Hole  to  date  has 
largely  been  prevented  by  stable  family  ranch  ownerships.  Subdivision  in  the  Big  Hole  has 
occurred  near  Steel  Creek  and  in  scattered  upland  parcels  on  the  valley  fringe.  However,  the 
Big  Hole's  picturesque  setting  and  proximity  to  recreational  opportunities  make  it  a  highly 
desirable  location  for  second  home  and  recreational  development,  similar  to  other  Montana 
river  valleys. 

The  subject  property  possesses  agricultural  values  and  communities  of  native  plants, 
wildlife  habitat,  natural  and  scenic  open  space  and  recreation  values  worthy  of  perpetual 
consideration  and  valuable  to  the  people  of  Montana.  In  particular,  the  land  supports  native 
biological  communities,  including  intermountain  grasslands,  critical  wildlife  habitat  for  elk, 
deer,  moose,  and  other  species.  It  also  contains  a  3-mile  segment  of  Swamp  Creek,  a  stream 
that  supports  fluvial  arctic  grayling.  The  land  has  a  long  history  of  farming  and  ranching 
compatible  with  its  wildlife  values. 

The  purpose  of  the  proposed  easements  is  to  protect  the  current  habitat  values  of  the 
property  by  restricting  certain  future  development  activities.  By  retaining  the  current 
agricultural  land  use  and  incorporating  a  grazing  management  plan  on  a  portion  of  the 
property,  the  intermountain  grassland  and  riparian  habitats  would  be  enhanced  or  maintained, 
while  allowing  for  continued  economic  production  of  the  land.  The  conservation  easement 
agreements  also  allow  public  access  for  hunting. 

The  proposed  easement  would  protect  important/critical  elk  winter  and  spring  calving 
range,  as  well  as  a  portions  of  an  elk  migratory  route,  and  important  moose  habitat.  In 
addition  to  big  game,  the  property  contains  abundant  riparian  habitat,  and  migratory,  nesting, 
foraging  area  for  numerous  non-game  species,  including  passerine  birds,  and  migratory 
waterfowl.    Bald  eagles  and  sandhill  cranes  are  common  visitors  to  the  west  side  parcels. 


4.   CURRENT  CONDITIONS 

A.  LAND  RESOURCES 

The  Big  Hole  drainage  is  nestled  between  the  Beaverhead  Mountains  to  the  west  and 
the  Pioneer  Mountains  to  the  east.  The  Hirschy  properties  are  located  at  the  eastern  slopes  of 
the  Beaverhead  Mountains  and  the  western  slopes  of  the  Pioneers.  Elevations  on  the  parcels 
generally  lie  at  about  6500  feet  elevation,  but  vary  from  a  high  of  7500  feet  elevation  on 
easternmost  of  the  East  Side  parcels  to  a  low  of  6240  along  Swamp  Creek  on  the  northern 
portion  of  the  1 120  parcel. 

Surrounding  lands  in  private  ownership  include  other  ranchlands  held  by  the  Hirschy 
family  as  well  as  other  agricultural  land  in  various  ownerships.  Public  Beaverhead  National 
Forest  lands  abut  the  subject  property  to  the  extreme  west  and  east,  while  State  Department 
of  Natural  Resources  and  Conservation  lands  also  either  surround  or  abut  all  the  parcels  (see 
Figure  1). 

Physiography  on  the  Jack  Hirschy  Inc.  conservation  easement  lands  consists  of  the 
following.  On  the  slope  of  the  West  Pioneers,  the  upper  East  Side  parcel  falls  from  a  high 
timbered  ridge  of  mature  lodgepole  pines  at  elevation  7300  feet  to  a  grassland  bench  largely 
supporting  rough  fescue.  About  mid-property,  several  acres  of  mature  spruce  surround  a 
boggy  spring.  The  headwaters  of  Cow  Cabin  Creek  and  several  intermittent  drainages,  as 
well  as  stockwater  ponds,  are  located  here  (see  Figure  2). 

The  lower  East  Side  parcels  are  located  on  gently  sloping  foothills  between  elevations 
6650  and  6300  feet.  They  support  upland  grasses  with  intermingled  mountain  big  sage.  Cow 
Cabin  Creek  drains  the  southern  parcel  (see  Figure  2).  This  and  numerous  intermittent 
drainages  flow  from  these  parcels  to  the  Huntley  Ditch. 

The  Big  Hole  parcel  is  comprised  of  an  irrigated  upland  bench  on  its  southern  and 
southwest  ends  (elevation  6700  feet)  that  then  drops  to  irrigated  and  subirrigated  hay 
meadow  and  intermingled  willow  and  aspen  at  elevations  around  6500.  Faces  of  the  bench 
support  sage  and  upland  grasses,  while  the  lower  meadows  are  typical  in  variety  and  pattern 
of  lowland  vegetation  elsewhere  in  the  valley  (see  Figure  3). 

Largest  of  the  parcels,  at  5574.75  acres,  is  the  1 120  parcel.  At  its  southeast  comer. 
Highland  Pond,  an  impoundment  of  springflow  and  several  drainages  including  Moose 
Creek,  provides  waterfowl  and  wetland  species  habitat  at  elevation  6543.  The  property 
continues  northward  in  a  series  of  dryland  and  irrigated  benches  interspersed  with  irrigated 
and  riparian  bottoms  along  Swamp  and  Moose  creeks.  Elevations  drop  to  6240  along  Swamp 
Creek.  A  single  disjunct  northernmost  parcel  bisected  by  Sawpit  Creek  lies  generally  at  6400 
feet  elevation  and  supports  some  mature  lodgepole  forest  (see  Figure  4). 

On  the  Moose  Creek  parcel  (1360  acres),  elevation  varies  little,  between  6500  and 
6600  feet.  Aside  from  a  sage  and  grassland  bench  in  the  southeastern  comer  of  the  property, 
a  level  riparian  plain  characterizes  the  landscape.  Forested  evergreen  bottoms  are 
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intermingled  with  water-loving  willows  and  aspens  along  Moose  Creek,  Yank  Swamp,  and 
other  wet  meadows  (see  Figure  4). 

B.  AIR 

Air  quality  is  generally  good  in  the  area  and  the  proposed  action  would  have 
negligible  effects  on  air  quality.  Therefore,  these  resources  are  not  discussed  in  detail. 

C.  WATER 

Drainages  within  the  west  side  properties  include  two  forks  and  the  mainstem  of 
Swamp  Creek,  totaling  about  3  miles  of  the  drainage  on  the  1 120  parcel.  About  4  miles  of 
Moose  Creek  lie  within  the  1 120  and  Moose  Creek  parcels.  Highland  Pond  sits  at  the 
southeast  comer  of  the  1 120  parcel  as  well.  Numerous  other  unnamed  intermittent  streams 
also  drain  these  properties  (see  Figure  4). 

The  Big  Hole  parcel  is  drained  by  intermittent  streams,  while  the  Cow  Cabin  Creek, 
numerous  springs,  and  small  natural  ponds  provide  water  on  the  East  Side  parcels.  All  of  the 
properties'  streams  eventually  flow  into  the  Big  Hole  River. 

A  system  of  irrigation  ditches  on  the  west  side  parcels  are  fed  by  Moose  and  Swamp 
creeks,  as  well  as  other  sources.  These  are  used  to  irrigate  the  haylands  lying  along  the  valley 
bottom. 

D.  VEGETATION 

The  Jack  Hirschy  Livestock,  Inc.  easement  lands  support  a  wide  variety  of  vegetation 
and  habitat.  At  higher  elevations,  the  upper  East  Side  parcel  supports  a  mature  rough  fescue 
grassland  interspersed  with  mature  lodgepole,  Douglas-fir,  and  spruce.  This  landscape  serves 
as  critical  elk  winter  range,  partially  because  these  higher  elevations  are  not  heavily  grazed. 
The  lower  portions  support  rough  fescue,  great  basin  wild  rye,  bluebunch  wheatgrass,  and 
Idaho  fescue.  Willow  and  sedge  (carex)  species  dominate  the  narrow  riparian  bottoms,  while 
an  island  of  mature  spruce  is  supported  by  springs  about  mid  property. 

The  lower  East  Side  parcels  support  grasses  and  forbs  including  mountain  big  sage, 
bluebunch  wheatgrass,  Idaho  fescue.  Along  the  two-track  access  road,  Canada  thistle  and 
black  henbane  are  apparent  in  a  narrow  band. 

On  the  Big  Hole  parcel,  the  upland  bench  supports  both  dryland  grasses  and  shrubs, 
such  as  sage  and  bluebunch  wheatgrass,  and  in  the  irrigated  areas,  a  mixture  of  cultivated 
meadow  grasses,  such  as  timothy  and  smooth  brome.  Carex  and  willow  cover  the  valley 
bottom  along  riparian  corridors,  while  a  mixture  of  cultivated  grasses  form  a  mosaic  between 
the  corridors. 

Similar  to  the  Big  Hole  parcel,  the  1 120  supports  willows,  aspens,  and  sedge  species 
along  the  wet  bottoms  and  riparian  corridors,  and  cultivated  grasses  in  intervening  meadows. 


Lodgepole  and  spruce  forest  finger  into  the  bottoms  and  perch  along  north  aspects  of 
benches.  Sage  has  largely  been  eliminated  on  the  benches  by  irrigation,  but  remnant  plants 
remain,  intermingled  with  bluebunch  wheatgrass  and  other  grasses  and  forbs.  Canada  thistle 
is  apparent  on  some  of  the  heavily  grazed  grassy  bottoms. 

Montana  Natural  Heritage  program  conducted  a  search  of  plant  and  animal  species  of 
special  concern.  The  search  revealed  three  sensitive  plant  species  that  have  been  documented 
in  the  vicinity  of  the  parcels:  Lemhi  beardstongue,  Idaho  sedge,  and  pygmy  gentian. 

Few  weeds  were  observed  on  a  September  site  visit.  Canada  thistle  and  black 
henbane  were  observed.  The  landowners  currently  control  weeds  on  their  property. 

E.  WILDLIFE/FISH 

Numerous  wildlife  species  are  present  on  the  property  either  seasonally  or  year-round. 
These  include  both  game  and  non-game  species  as  well  as  passerine  and  migratory  birds, 
waterfowl  and  raptors. 

The  west  side  parcels  support  a  migratory  elk  herd  that  winters  in  Idaho,  then  travels 
along  the  east  side  of  the  Beaverhead  Mountains  in  spring,  summer,  and  fall.  These  elk  also 
stage  and  calve  along  the  route,  including  the  upper  elevations  of  the  1 120  and  Moose  Creek 
parcels.  The  herd  continues  southward  to  Van  Hooten  Lakes,  about  25  miles  to  the  south. 

Moose  are  resident  year-long  on  the  west  side  parcels;  part  of  the  Big  Hole  known  to 
have  the  greatest  moose  density  in  the  state.  Wetland  vegetation  here  is  critical  to  the  year- 
round  survival  of  the  moose.  Mule  and  white-tailed  deer  are  spring,  summer  and  fall 
residents. 

Bald  eagles  and  sandhill  cranes  nest  and/or  forage  on  these  parcels.  Gray  wolves  are 
occasionally  observed.  Wolves  from  the  Idaho  transplant,  recently  observed  on  the  Big  Hole 
parcel,  were  trapped  and  relocated  by  U.S.  Fish  and  Wildlife  Service.  None  of  the 
conservation  easement  parcels  are  in  a  wolf  recovery  area. 

Waterfowl,  both  ducks  and  some  geese,  migrate  through  and  use  the  wetlands, 
especially  Highland  Pond.  This  pond  supports  a  local  brood  populations  of  ducks  as  well. 

On  the  East  Side  parcels,  critical  spring,  fall,  and  winter  elk  winter  range  is  provided 
by  excellent  rough  fescue  stands.  This  is  a  key  wintering  area  for  bull  elk;  up  to  25  mature 
bulls  have  been  observed  at  one  time  on  the  upper  slopes  of  these  parcels.  Sage  grouse  also 
are  year-round  residents  here. 

Black  bear  are  occasionally  observed  on  all  the  conservation  easement  parcels. 

FWP  species  of  special  concern  that  have  been  obser\'ed  on  or  may  use  the  property 
include  the  wolverine,  gray  wolf,  bald  eagle,  and  sharp-tailed  grouse.  Arctic  grayling  spawn 
in  Swamp  Creek  in  its  lower  reaches  near  the  Big  Hole.  No  amphibians  of  special  concern 
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are  currently  known  to  use  or  reside  on  the  property. 

The  Big  Hole  River  sustains  the  last  remnant  population  of  river-dwelling  arctic 
grayling  in  the  lower  48  states.  Although  none  of  the  parcels  directly  abuts  the  Big  Hole 
River,  they  do  contain  tributaries  to  it,  the  most  important  of  which  is  Swamp  Creek. 

FWP  has  been  involved  in  an  arctic  grayling  recovery  project  in  the  Big  Hole 
drainage,  including  finding  means  of  maintaining  streamflows  in  Swamp  Creek.    The  arctic 
grayling  is  classified  as  a  species  of  special  concern  due  to  the  limited  number  of  individuals 
and  availability  of  preferred  habitat  in  the  state.  Swamp  Creek  supports  spawning  habitat  for 
fluvial  arctic  grayling  for  at  least  1.5  miles  of  its  lower  reaches,  or  10  to  15  percent  of  the 
total  spawning  population  in  the  Upper  Big  Hole  and  its  tributaries  (Montana  Department  of 
Fish,  Wildlife  &  Parks  1990). 

In  1994  when  the  Big  Hole  suffered  severe  drought,  FWP  cooperated  with  the 
Hirschys  and  other  landowners  to  maintain  streamflows  by  providing  stockwater  tanks  filled 
by  off-site  water  sources.  Flows  in  Swamp  Creek  and  the  Big  Hole  recovered  somewhat 
because  of  these  cooperative  efforts.  The  recovery  project  is  ongoing.  Swamp  Creek  also 
supports  brook  trout. 

F.  NOISE 

Noise  levels  are  generally  low  in  the  area  and  generated  by  agricultural  activities. 

G.  LAND  USE 

The  parcels  proposed  for  conservation  easement  are  included  in  a  much  larger  land 
base;  the  Hirschy  Ranch.  Portions  of  the  conservation  easement  parcels  are  currently  fenced 
into  other  Hirschy  land. 

The  livestock  operation  consists  of  running  cow-calf  pairs  and  yearlings,  as  well  as 
saddle  horses.  Cattle  are  generally  moved  onto  uplands  in  the  spring  and  onto  the  meadow 
bottoms  after  haying  (mid- August).  They  are  then  moved  off  the  parcels  entirely  during  the 
winter  months  for  ease  of  feeding.  The  exception  to  this  is  the  East  Side  parcels  where, 
because  of  the  presence  of  larkspur  (which  is  poisonous  to  livestock),  cattle  are  not  grazed 
until  later  in  the  season  (August  through  late  November).  In  addition,  some  cattle  may  be 
overwintered  on  the  Big  Hole  parcel. 

Hayland  on  the  Big  Hole  and  1 120  parcels  produces  about  650  tons  of  wild  hay.  No 
other  crops  are  grown. 

A  cow  camp  with  cabins  and  outbuilding  owned  by  Jack  Hirschy  Livestock,  Inc.  lies 
just  off  a  county  road  on  the  1 120  parcel  in  the  SW  1/4  SEl/4  of  Section  14,  T3S,  R17  W. 
The  Fred  and  Lynn  Hirschy  ranch  headquarters  is  in  the  NE1/4SW1/4  of  Section  27,  T4S, 
R16W.    An  additional  house  lies  on  the  Moose  Creek  property  in  SE1/4NW1/4  of  Section 
25,T3S,R17W. 
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Other  land  uses  include  a  gravel  pit  located  on  a  ridge  in  Section  24,  T4N,  RI5W,  at 
the  base  of  the  northwest  hills.  Dirt  roads  on  the  property  serve  agricultural  purposes,  and 
as  access  to  adjacent  public  lands  for  hunters  who  have  received  permission  to  hunt. 

H.   PUBLIC  SERVICES/TAXES 

Most  public  services,  such  as  weed  control  along  county  roads,  are  provided  by 
Beaverhead  County.  The  property  is  currently  taxed  at  agricultural  values. 

I.   RECREATION/AESTHETICS 

The  Hirschy  family  has  continued  a  three-generation  tradition  of  allowing  public 
access  for  hunting.  The  Hirschy  family  has  participated  in  FWP's  block  management 
program  for  the  last  three  years.  Hunting  is  allowed  for  deer,  moose,  and  elk  and  currently  is 
granted  to  numerous  hunters  per  year.  Limited  waterfowl  hunting  is  allowed. 

The  west  side  parcels  are  in  Hunting  District  321  while  the  East  Side  parcels  are  in 
Hunting  District  332.  The  1 120  parcel  and  Big  Hole  parcels  are  in  moose  districts  327  and 
323,  respectively. 

The  Big  Hole  River  is  noted  for  its  fishery,  attracting  anglers  from  far  and  wide. 
According  to  the  1995  Statewide  Anglers  Survey  (FWP  1995),  the  lower  reaches  of  the  Big 
Hole,  between  Dickey  Bridge  and  Melrose,  are  ranked  16/17  in  angling  pressure  of  all  the 
streams  in  Montana.  Swamp  and  Moose  creeks  are  important  tributaries  to  the  Big  Hole 
River.  Swamp  Creek  receives  minimal  angling  pressure. 

Foreground  views  from  the  parcels  are  of  a  peaceful  rural  landscape  of  meandering 
willows,  grasslands,  and  forest.  Large  bread-loaf  shaped  haystacks,  for  which  the  Big  Hole  is 
noted,  grace  the  harvested  hay  bottoms.  From  upper  elevations  on  the  parcels  sweeping 
views  can  been  seen  of  the  entire  Big  Hole  Valley  and  the  craggy  peaks  within  the  Pioneer 
and  Beaverhead  ranges. 

J.  CULTURAL/HISTORICAL  RESOURCES 

The  State  Historic  Preservation  Office  (SHPO)  conducted  a  file  search  of  recorded 
cultural  resource  sites  for  the  property.  That  search  revealed  several  historic  resources  of 
record  within  the  property  boundaries  (see  Appendix  A). 


5.   DESCRIPTION  OF  THE  PROPOSED  ACTION 


The  proposed  action  is  for  FWP  to  acquire  a  conservation  easement  on  9468.75  acres 
of  the  Jack  Hirschy  Livestock  Inc.  for  SI. 4  million,  and  to  accept  a  donation  of  a 
conser\'ation  easement  on  1360  acres  of  the  Moose  Creek  property  from  Fred  and  Lynn 
Hirschy. 


A.  SUMMARY  OF  EASEMENT  TERMS 

The  specific  terms  of  the  conservation  easements  are  contained  in  separate  legal 
documents  that  will  be  recorded  at  the  Beaverhead  County  Courthouse.  As  such,  the 
easements  will  be  binding  on  all  future  owners  of  the  property.  The  documents  list  terms  of 
the  easements:  the  landowners'  and  FWP's  rights  as  well  as  restrictions  on  the  landowners' 
activities.  The  terms  of  the  easements  were  negotiated  between,  and  agreed  to  by,  the 
landowner  and  FWP. 


In  summary,  the  easements  convey  to  FWP  the  right  to: 


■  identify,  preserve,  and  protect  wildlife  habitat  and  vegetative  communities 
and  other  conservation  values  of  the  land 

■  enter  the  property  to  enforce  the  terms  of  the  easements 

■  prevent  any  activity  inconsistent  with  the  easements 

■  provide  non-preferential  public  access  for  hunting  in  accordance  with  the 
terms  of  the  easements. 

Subject  to  the  restrictions  listed  below,  the  easements  would  reserve  to  the  landowners  the 
right  to: 

■  raise  and  pasture  livestock  in  accordance  with  easement  terms  and  the  Grazing 
Plan  (attached) 

■  harvest  timber  in  accordance  with  the  terms  of  the  easement 

■  regulate  public  use,  subject  to  the  public  access  allowed  for  hunting  under 
terms  of  the  easement 

■  develop  and  maintain  water  resources  for  domestic  and  agricultural  purposes. 
In  the  Jack  Hirschy  Livestock,  Inc.  easement,  the  right  to  develop  stock  water 
ponds  in  Section  24,  T4S,  R15W  is  specifically  reserved. 

■  maintain,  repair,  and  reconstruct  existing  agricultural  structures  and  buildings 
in  existing  locations.  For  the  Jack  Hirschy  Livestock,  Inc.  easement,  two 
existing  residences  and  outbuildings  plus  two  additional  homesites  and 
outbuildings  are  allowed.  For  the  Fred  and  Lynn  Hirschy  easement,  one 
existing  homesite  with  outbuilidings  is  allowed. 

■  repair  and  replace  agricultural  structures  including  roads,  irrigation  structures, 
fences  and  other  necessary  improvements  (Placement  of  new  fences  is  subject 
to  prior  notice  and  agreement  of  FWP.) 

■  conduct  commercial  filming  activities  provided  it  does  not  affect  fall  hunting 
seasons  and  does  not  have  an  adverse  effect  on  wildlife  or  wildlife  habitat 

■  and  for  the  Jack  Hirschy  Livestock,  Inc.  property,  to  quarry  and  extract  rock 
and  gravel  fi-om  and  existing  gravel  pit  in  Section  24,  T4N,  R15W,  for  use  on 
the  land. 
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The  easement  would  generally  prohibit: 

■  control  and  manipulation  of  sagebrush  on  the  Jack  Hirschy  Livestock,  Inc. 
property,  and  control  or  manipulation  of  willows,  cottonwoods  and  aspen  in 
certain  designated  wetlands  and  riparian  areas 

■  subdivision  of  the  land  or  placement  of  structures,  except  where  allowed  for  in 
the  easement.  The  future  conveyance  of  land  covered  by  the  easement  may 
not  affect  the  Grazing  Plan  or  the  total  number  of  hunter  days  allowed  for  in 
the  easement;  these  terms  would  run  with  the  land. 

■  draining,  diking,  filling,  or  dredging  of  wetlands,  or  disturbance  of  the  land 
within  50  feet  of  a  perennial  stream 

■  cultivation  except  in  existing  hayfields 

■  commercial  hunting  (outfitting  or  fee  access) 

■  commercial  winter  time  activity  for  recreation  purposes 

■  aerial  spraying  ofagrichemicals  without  prior  approval  by  FWP.  Chemical 
control  of  noxious  weeds  is  allowed. 

■  off-road  motor  vehicle  use  other  than  that  used  in  the  ordinary  course  of  the 
landowners'  business 

■  the  installation  of  utility  structures  and  pipelines  would  require  prior  written 
permission  of  FWP 

■  subject  to  the  pre-existing  mineral  rights  of  third  parties,  exploration  and 
development  of  minerals  and  hydrocarbons  by  any  surface  method,  except  for 
gravel  from  an  existing  pit.  If  mineral  development  was  proposed  by 
subsurface  methods,  it  would  be  subject  to  review  and  approval  of  FWP. 

■  commercial  feedlots  and  game  farms 

■  commercial  and  industrial  uses,  except  for  seasonal  fee  use  of  the  permitted 
residences 

■  and  waste  dumping. 

The  proposed  conservation  easement  would  establish  management  guidelines  for: 

■  seasonal  distribution  of  cattle  following  a  prescribed  grazing  system 

■  timber  harvest 

■  use  of  agrichemicals 

■  and  cultivation  of  farmland 


If  the  proposed  easements  are  approved,  a  baseline  report  will  be  prepared, 
documenting  the  physical  and  biological  conditions  on  the  properties  at  the  time  the  easement 
was  granted.  The  baseline  report  serves  as  the  reference  for  evaluating  changes  on  the  land 
over  time.  FWP  would  monitor  compliance  with  the  easement,  and  with  the  management 
and  grazing  plans. 

The  proposed  easements  would  allow  for  a  hunting  access  parking  site  in  Section  13, 
T4S,  Rl  3  W  to  accommodate  up  to  eight  vehicles.  If  this  area  becomes  inaccessible  to  the 
public,  the  landowner  will  provide  and  alternate  parking  area  in  Section  22,  T4S,  R13W. 
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6.   DESCRIPTION  OF  REASONABLE  ALTERNATIVES  TO  THE  PROPOSED 
ACTION 

The  Hirschy  family  expressed  interest  in  a  conservation  easement,  not  in  lease  of  the 
land  or  sale  of  fee  title.  Since  conservation  easements  are  also  FWP's  preferred  land 
protection  tool  in  most  cases,  the  only  other  reasonable  alternative  considered  was  'no 
action. ' 

A.  NO  ACTION  ALTERNATIVE 

Under  the  no-action  alternative,  the  property  would  probably  remain  under  current 
agricultural  management  practices  until  such  time  as  the  property  was  sold  or  the  current 
landowners  needed  additional  revenue  from  the  land. 

Hunting  might  still  be  allowed  at  current  rates  unless  1)  impacts  to  the  landowners 
elicited  a  change  in  historic  generous  granting  of  access,  or  2)  the  landowners  decided  to 
initiate  fee  access  to  the  property  or  allow  an  outfitter  exclusive  right  to  use  the  land. 

The  property  would  be  subject  to  all  rights  of  use,  including  subdivision  and 
development,  mining,  timber  harvest,  and  more  intensive  agricultural  and  commercial 
practices. 


7.  EVALUATION  OF  IMPACTS  TO  THE  PHYSICAL  ENVIRONMENT 

A.   LAND  RESOURCES 

The  proposed  management  and  grazing  plans  for  the  property  are  structured  to 
prevent  adverse  impacts  on  soils,  such  as  compaction  and  erosion,  and  largely  protect 
remaining  open  space  and  habitat  on  the  property. 

Under  the  proposed  grazing  system,  50  and  43  percent  of  the  upper  East  Side  and 
Moose  Creek  parcels,  respectively,  would  be  rested  during  the  grazing  season  each  year. 
Fencing  to  separate  pastures  under  the  grazing  system  would  be  required.  In  effect,  the 
grazing  system  would  allow  the  current  number  of  cattle  to  be  grazed  as  long  as  no  ill  effects 
were  seen  on  the  land.  Upper  East  Side  and  Moose  Creek  are  the  only  parcels  covered  by  a 
grazing  system.    The  landowner  therefore,  should  experience  little  change  from  current 
agricultural  practices  as  a  result  of  the  easements  or  the  grazing  system. 

Timber  harvesting  is  required  to  be  carried  out:  1 )  following  best  management 
practices;  2)  protecting  elk  thermal  cover  and  security  needs;  and  3)  limiting  impacts  to  the 
watershed.  Minor  land  disturbing  activities  would  result  if  houses  were  built  on  the  two 
remaining  open  residential  tracts,  with  or  without  the  easement. 
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Two  additional  homesites  of  up  to  5  acres  are  allowed  on  the  Jack  Hirschy,  Inc. 
parcels.  Easement  terms  would  allow  horses  on  these  parcels.  Overgrazing  would  need  to  be 
prevented  by  restricting  grazing  or  confining  the  horses  to  corrals.  In  either  case,  the  terms  of 
the  proposed  conservation  easement  to  protect  the  soil  and  vegetation  resource  would  be  in 
effect  on  these  parcels. 

Boundaries  of  the  northernmost  lower  East  Side  parcel  may  change  prior  to  the 
signing  of  the  conser\'ation  easement.  The  land  involved  is  of  substantially  the  same 
vegetation  type  and  under  the  same  type  of  use.  Therefore,  no  material  impacts  are 
anticipated  as  a  result  of  the  potential  boundary  change. 

The  no-action  alternative  would  allow  for  disturbance  to  soils  from  more  intense 
agricultural  practices,  mining,  and  residential  development. 

B.  AIR 

The  proposed  action  would  have  little  effect  on  air  quality,  and  then  only  associated 
with  minor  increases  in  localized  recreation. 


The  no-action  alternative  would  leave  open  the  possibility  of  more  intensive  uses, 
such  as  mineral  extraction,  that  could  result  in  air  quality  impacts. 

C.  WATER 

Uses  allowed  under  the  conservation  easement,  and  the  implementation  of  the  grazing 
and  management  plans  would  generally  assist  in  maintaining  or  improving  water  quality  in 
the  perennial  and  intermittent  creeks  flowing  through  the  property.  Current  agncultural  uses 
on  the  property  that  have  proven  to  be  generally  compatible  with  maintenance  of  water 
quality  would  be  perpetuated. 

Potential  contamination  from  improper  use  of  agrichemicals  is  possible  under  either 
alternative,  although  aerial  spraying  is  prohibited  except  as  approved  in  advance  by  FWP. 

The  no-action  alternative  would  allow  more  intensive  uses  of  the  land,  such  as  mining 
and  subdivision,  both  of  which  could  have  secondary  impacts  to  water  quality. 

D.  VEGETATION 

Under  the  proposed  conservation  easement,  2160  acres  of  land  would  be  subject  to  a 
grazing  system  that  incorporated  growing  season  rest  to  accommodate  plant  growth  and 
wildlife  habitat.  Goals  of  the  grazing  plan  represent  agreements  on  the  part  of  the  landowner 
and  FWP  to  balance  wildlife  habitat  needs,  fisheries,  and  water  quality  concerns  with  the 
economic  productivity  needed  from  the  land.  Cultivation  is  restricted  to  existing  hayland. 

Timber  harvest  on  the  property  is  subject  to  sound  silvicultural  practices  and  best 
management  practices.  Timber  harvest  must  be  selective  and  is  subject  to  review  and 
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approval  of  FWP.  The  objective  of  timber  harvest  is  to  provide  a  hmited  amount  of 
commercial  timber  harvest  while  providing  both  security  and  thermal  cover  for  wildlife.  The 
vegetative  goal  is  to  provide  an  uneven-age  multi-species  stand  trending  toward  a  climax 
forest  of  Douglas  and  Alpine  fir.  All  logging  is  to  be  conducted  between  July  1  and  October 
1  each  year. 

Future  timber  harvest  on  the  property  is  assumed  to  have  negligible  impacts  on  the 
drainages  because  of  the  required  best  management  practices  and  additional  terms  of  the 
easement.  However,  if  extensive  logging  occurred  on  adjacent  drainages,  especially  on 
National  Forest  lands,  cumulative  effects  could  result. 

The  easement  would  prevent  removal  of  sagebrush  from  all  but  the  Moose  Creek 
parcel  (where  there  is  limited  sage)  in  an  effort  to  provide  winter  browse  for  elk  and  mule 
deer.  On  parcels  not  protected  by  a  grazing  plan,  manipulation  of  willows  is  prohibited  by 
easement  terms  to  sustain  that  habitat  type. 

On  the  parcels  protected  by  the  grazing  plan,  plant  communities  would  be  expected  to 
undergo  a  gradual  recovery  from  shallow-rooted  to  deeper-rooted  species  on  riparian  sites. 
Regeneration  of  willows  in  the  riparian  corridors  would  be  accelerated  due  to  controlled 
cattle  use.  General  range  conditions  on  the  uplands  also  would  likely  improve.  Both  plant 
abundance  and  diversity  should  result. 

Healthier,  undisturbed  plant  stands  are  more  able  to  withstand  weed  infestation,  a 
beneficial  impact  of  the  proposed  project.  However,  increased  traffic  on  and  around  the 
hunting  access  site  could  lead  to  the  spread  and  establishment  of  noxious  weeds.  Weed 
control  on  the  hunting  access  site  and  all  other  lands  will  be  performed  by  the  landowners. 

Wetlands  identified  as  important  wildlife  habitat  by  FWP  and  the  landowner  have 
been  mapped  for  the  easement  documents.  These  important  wetlands  are  protected  under  the 
terms  of  the  easement. 

The  no-action  alternative  would  allow  for  intensive  agricultural  practices  that  could 
further  diminish  plant  productivity  on  the  site.  In  addition,  more  intensive  residential, 
commercial,  or  industrial  uses  could  occur  that  could  remove,  disturb,  or  degrade  on-site 
vegetation,  in  turn,  diminishing  wildlife  habitat  and  other  values. 

E.  WILDLIFE/FISH 

No  significant  change  in  fish  and  wildlife  diversity  or  abundance  is  anticipated  as  a 
result  of  the  conservation  easements.    Protecting  the  properties  would  resuh  in  perpetually 
protected  streambanks  and  riparian  vegetation  from  subdivision  and  attendant  disturbance, 
secondarily  benefitting  wildlife  and  fisheries  habitat  and  species.  The  grazing  system  would 
maintain  streambank  health  both  by  preventing  mechanical  damage  from  cattle  on  the  soils, 
and  from  allowing  the  streamside  vegetation  to  recover  and,  in  turn,  maintain  the  banks. 
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The  no-action  alternative  could  result  in  a  variety  of  negative  impacts  to  wildlife, 
particularly  if  the  current  owners  sold  the  property  or  chose  to  subdivide  or  convert  the 
property  to  another  more  intensive  use,  such  as  gamefarming.  Such  uses  also  could  have 
secondary  off-site  impacts  on  wildlife  and  public  services. 

F.  NOISE 

The  proposed  action  would  have  negligible  effects  on  noise  levels.  Some  minor 
increases  in  noise  levels  could  result  at  the  hunting  access  site  from  vehicles  and 
recreationists. 

The  no-action  alternative  would  either  maintain  the  status  quo,  or  result  in  increased 
noise  levels  on  site  due  to  intensified  human  or  commercial/industrial  activity. 

G.  LAND  USE 

Current  agricultural  use  of  the  property  would  be  sustained  by  the  proposed  easement, 
but  with  a  slight  change  in  pasture  rotation  and  season  of  use  on  the  upper  East  Side  and 
Moose  Creek  parcels.  (For  a  discussion  of  the  socioeconomic  impacts,  see  Socioeconomic 
Assessment,  attached). 

The  current  gravel  pit  is  an  allowed  use  under  the  easement.    Additional  home  sites 
and  associated  outbuildings  are  also  permitted  on  the  two  remaining  unbuilt  20-acre  tracts. 

A  hunting  access  parking  site  would  be  provided  to  accommodate  up  to  eight  vehicles 
in  Section  13  on  Figure  2.  A  sign  designating  the  access  site,  warning  hunters  to  stay  on  the 
road,  and  to  prevent  weed  infestation  would  be  placed  along  the  access  road  about  one-eighth 
mile  into  the  property.    Signing  is  proposed  to  help  mitigate  any  off-road  impacts  on 
pastureland.  The  hunting  access  site  would  represent  an  irretrievable  commitment  of  land  for 
this  beneficial  purpose. 

Easement  terms  addressing  land  use  would  maintain  the  status  quo.  The  prevention 
of  more  intensive  land  uses  would  preclude  possible  water  quality  and  habitat  degradation 
associated  with  sewage  disposal,  erosion,  runoff  of  fertilizers  and  heavy  metals,  and  effects 
on  the  general  aesthetics  of  the  creeks. 


The  landowners  reserve  the  right  to  allow  commercial  filming  activities  on  the  land, 
provided  it  is  not  done  during  fall  hunting  seasons,  and  does  not  have  adverse  impacts  on 
wildlife.  Minor  filming,  such  as  videotaping,  should  generate  minimal  impacts  on  the  land. 
However,  filming  a  major  motion  picture  could  result  in  secondary  effects  such  as  weed 
spread,  localized  loss  of  vegetation  for  parking  areas,  increases  in  local  traffic,  and  generation 
of  dust.  Filming  that  would  have  a  substandal  adverse  impact  on  wildlife  or  wildlife  habitat 
is  not  allowed  under  easement  terms. 


The  no-action  alternative  could  result  in  land  use  changes  previously  discussed. 
Additionally,  no  public  perpetual  hunting  access  would  be  assured.  As  long  as  the  current 
owners  maintained  their  generous  attitudes  about  public  access,  the  public  would  benefit. 
However,  there  would  be  no  assurance  that  public  access  would  be  allowed  in  perpetuity. 

H.   PUBLIC  SERVICES/TAXES/HEALTH  HAZARDS 

Public  access  to  the  properties  could  result  in  the  need  for  litter  control,  weed 
management,  and  possible  policing  for  trespass.    These  potential  impacts  would  be  mitigated 
by  property  boundary  signs  the  landowner  has  already  put  in  place,  and  by  the  sign  placed 
near  the  hunter  access  site. 

There  should  be  no  effect  on  the  tax  base  as  the  land  use  would  not  change  fi-om 
current  uses.  No  health  hazards  are  anticipated  as  a  result  of  this  action. 

Under  the  no-action  alternative,  possible  increased  residential  development  resulting 
from  subdivision  would  require  increased  public  services,  such  as  fire  protection,  schools, 
road  maintenance,  and  police  protection.  Costs  of  county  services  required  would  likely 
outweigh  tax  benefits  derived  from  increased  residential  development  (Haggarty  1996). 

I.  COMMUNITY 

This  proposal  should  result  in  only  minor  changes  to  development  (a  maximum  of 
two  additional  homesites)  and  human  distribution  in  the  area.  By  preventing  ftirther 
subdivision  of  the  property,  development  may  be  dispersed  to  other  areas  of  the  county.  The 
agricultural  nature  of  the  area  would  remain.  For  additional  discussion  of  socioeconomic 
impacts,  please  refer  to  the  attached  Socioeconomic  Assessment. 

Under  the  no-action  alternative  possible  changes  in  community  structure  could 
include  subdivision  of  the  property  and  the  attendant  conversion  from  an  agricultural  to  a 
suburban  landscape. 

J.   RECREATION/AESTHETICS 

A  total  of  1643  public  hunter  days  is  allowed  annually  under  the  easements'  terms, 
assuring  a  beneficial  impact  for  the  hunting  public.  The  easements  ensure  walk-in  access  for 
four  (4)  persons  during  archery  season  and  eight  (8)  persons  during  general  season  on  the 
East  Side  parcels  per  day.  On  the  11 20  and  Big  Hole  parcels,  six  (6)  hunters  would  be 
allowed  during  archery  season  and  14  during  general  season  per  day.    On  the  Moose  Creek 
property,  four  (4)  hunters  would  be  allowed  during  archery  season  and  eight  (8)  during  the 
general  hunting  season  per  day.  Commercial  outfitting  and  gamefarming  on  the  property  are 
not  allowed  under  the  easement  terms,  precluding  any  possible  future  impacts  from  these 
uses. 
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The  proposed  easements  were  designed  to  meet  big  game  harvest  objectives  in  the  elk 
plans  for  FWP's  Sapphire  and  Pioneer  elk  management  units.  Hunter  days  were  based  on 
these  objectives  and  on  historic  hunter  distribution.  Little  change  in  harvest  or  hunter  days 
are  expected  as  a  result  of  the  conservation  easements. 

K.  CULTURAL/HISTORICAL  RESOURCES 

Although  the  cultural  resource  inventory  revealed  existing  historic  sites,  the 
acquisition  of  conser\'ation  easements  is  not  a  land  disturbing  activity  and  therefore  would 
not  require  any  mitigation.  If,  in  the  event,  the  landowner  and  FWP  enter  into  agreements 
that  would  disturb  historic  resources,  further  environmental  review  might  be  required. 


8.  SUMMARY  EVALUATION  OF  SIGNIFICANCE 

The  proposed  action  would  have  cumulative  positive  effects  on  wildlife  habitat  and 
recreation  experiences  in  the  Big  Hole  drainage,  especially  when  considered  in  conjunction 
with  other  public  and  private  land  initiatives,  such  as  other  conservation  easements  on  pnvate 
lands. 

As  this  and  other  public  documents  about  the  project  are  reviewed  by  the  public, 
some  level  of  opposition  to  the  project  may  surface;  the  degree  of  any  opposition  is  not 
known  at  this  time.  There  were  no  significant  impacts  demonstrated  during  the  analyses 
made  for  this  environmental  assessment.  Therefore,  an  EIS  is  not  warranted  for  this  project. 


9.   PUBLIC  INVOLVEMENT 

Public  comment  on  this  environmental  assessment  will  be  accepted  from  October  3 1 
to  5:00  p.m.  November  26,  1997.  A  public  meeting  on  the  proposal  will  be  held  at  7:00  p.m. 
in  the  Conference  Room  at  the  Forest  Service  Office  in  Dillon  on  November  12,  1997  to 
solicit  public  comments.    Public  comments  will  be  incorporated  into  the  final  environmental 
assessment.  The  finalized  document  and  a  decision  notice  will  be  released  to  the  public  by 
December  2,  1997.  The  decision  notice  will  be  presented  to  the  Fish,  Wildlife  &  Parks 
Commission  for  review  at  its  December  12.  1997  meeting.  If  approved,  the  proposal  will  be 
presented  to  the  Board  of  Land  Commissioners  on  December  15,  1997. 

A.   COMMENTS 

Comments  on  this  environmental  assessment  should  be  sent  to: 

Joel  Peterson,  Regional  Wildlife  Manager 

Region  3  Headquarters 

1400  S.  19th 

Bozeman,MT  59715 

(406)994-6936 
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10.  NAME  AND  TITLE  OF  PERSON  RESPONSIBLE  FOR  PREPARING  THIS  EA 

Lisa  Bay  of  Lisa  Bay  Consulting,  Helena,  MT,  held  primary  responsibility  for 
preparation  of  this  environmental  assessment.  Interdisciplinary  assistance  was  provided  by 
the  following  persons: 

Steve  Lewis,  Regional  Supervisor,  Region  3,  FWP 

Joel  Peterson,  Regional  Wildlife  Manager,  Region  3,  FWP 

Karen  Hillstrom,  Lands  Agent,  Lands  Division,  FWP 

Jim  Magee,  Arctic  Grayling  Recovery  Biologist,  Region  3,  FWP 

Gary  Hammond,  Wildlife  Biologist,  FWP 

Mike  Frisina,  Range  Specialist,  FWP 

Phillip  Melton,  State  Historic  Preservation  Office 


I 


i 
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Montana  Historical  Society 

Historic  Preservation  Office 

1410  8th  Avenue  •  PO  Box  201202  •  Helena,  MT  59620-1202  •  (406)444-7715  •  FAX  (406)  444-6575 


September  25.  1997 

Lisa  Bay 

31  Division  St. 

Helena,  MT  59601 

RE:  Cultural  Resource  File  Search  -  Fish,  Wildlife,  &  Parks  Big  Hole  Valley  Conservation 
Easement;  BE  Co. 

Dear  Lisa: 

I  have  conducted  a  cultural  resource  file  search  for  the  above  cited  project  area.  There  are  currently 
five  historic  sites  located  within  the  desiginated  search  area.  I  have  enclosed  a  list  of  these  sites 
which  includes  basic  information  such  as  legal  location,  site  type,  and  owner,  if  you  wish  to  obtain 
further  information  on  these  sites  you  may  contact  the  University  of  Montana  Archaeological 
Records  Office  at  (406)-243-5525.  In  addition  to  the  sites  there  have  been  a  few  previous  cultural 
resource  inventories  in  the  area.  Most  of  the  previous  inventories  were  conducted  around  or  in  the 
Big  Hole  Battlefield.  1  have  enclosed  a  Cultural  Resource  Annotated  Bibliography  System  Report 
which  included  basic  information  on  each  of  these  reports  such  as  author,  title,  and  date.  If  you 
need  further  details  on  any  these  you  may  contact  me  at  the  number  listed  below. 

We  feel  that  because  of  a  large  portion  of  the  project  area  remains  unsurveyed  and  that  cultural 
properties  are  abundant  in  the  Big  Hole  region  reflecting  a  long  history  of  human  occupation  that 
there  is  a  very  high  probability  that  unknown  or  unrecorded  cultural  properties  may  be  present  in 
the  region.  We  would  recommend  that  a  cultural  resource  inventory  be  performed  to  assess 
whether  or  not  cultural  sites  exist  and  whether  or  not  they  will  be  affected.  Thank  you  for 
consulting  with  us. 

If  you  have  any  question  please  feel  free  to  contact  me  at  (406)-444-7767  or  by  e-mail  at 
pmelton@mt.gov. 


Phillip  Melton 

Cultural  Records  Manager 
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HIRSCHY  PROPERTY 

CONSERVATION  EASEMENT 

MANAGEMENT  PLAN 


MONTANA  FISH,  WILDLIFE  &  PARKS 


Prepared  by: 
Gar\'  Hammond 


I.  INTRODUCTION 

The  Hirschy  Conservation  Easement  properties  are  located  approximately  15  miles 
southwest,  and  10  miles  south  of  Wisdom,  Montana.   The  10,868.75  acre  easement  property 
includes  four  parcels,  three  located  west  of  U.S.  Highway  278,  and  specifically  located  in 
Swamp  Creek,  Moose  Creek,  and  Big  Lake  Creek,  and  one  located  east  of  U.S.  Highway  278 
south  of  Stanley  Creek.   All  four  parcels  are  located  directly  adjacent  to  public  lands 
administered  by  The  U.S.  Forest  Service  (FS),  Bureau  of  Land  Management  (BLM),  and 
Montana  Dept.  of  Natural  Resources  and  Conservation  (DNRC).   Elevations  range  from  a  low 
of  6300  feet  in  Moose  Creek  to  a  high  of  7460  feet  south  of  Stanley  Creek.   The  various 
parcels  are  specifically  named  for  the  purpose  of  this  plan,  with  the  parcel  located  in  Swamp 
Creek  called  the  1 120  unit,  the  Yank  Swamp  area  called  the  Moose  Creek  unit,  the  Big  Lake 
parcel  called  the  Big  Hole  unit,  and  the  east  side  unit  called  the  upper  and  lower  Jack  Hirschy 
parcel. 

Vegetation  types  found  on  the  property  are  diverse,  and  include  riparian  communities 
dominated  by  aspen,  willow,  cottonwood  and  sedges.   The  numerous  streams  found  on  the 
property  are  tributary  streams  to  the  Big  Hole  River,  a  class  1  stream.  Timbered  communities 
are  dominated  by  lodgepole  pine,  Engleman  spruce,  and  Douglas  fir,  while  intermountain 
grasslands  are  composed  of  rough  fescue,  bluebunch  wheatgrass,  and  Idaho  fescue.   Cultivated 
croplands  are  dominated  by  timothy  and  smooth  brome,  while  the  limited  sagebrush-grassland 
types  found  on  the  properties  are  dominated  by  mountain  big  sagebrush,  bluebunch 
wheatgrass,  and  Idaho  fescue. 

Habitats  located  on  the  west  side  of  the  valley  (1120,  Moose  Creek,  Big  Hole  units)  provide 
for  the  needs  of  elk  in  spring,  summer,  and  fall.   Elk  move  into  the  valley  through  the  vicinity 
of  Gibbonsville  pass,  and  distribute  themselves  throughout  the  valley.   Moose  find  yearlong 
habitat  in  the  west  Big  Hole.   Mule  deer  and  whitetailed  deer  are  located  in  small  numbers 
during  the  spring/summer/fall  periods.  Black  bear  are  common  in  the  area.  Blue  grouse  and 
spruce  grouse  also  occur  in  the  area.   Numerous  nongame  species  are  found  in  the  area  well 
(see  EA  for  species  list). 

The  east  side  of  the  valley  (upper  and  lower  Jack  Hirschy  lands)  provides  principally 
fall/winter/  spring  habitat  for  elk.   Limited  summer  habitat  exists  for  these  elk  as  well.   As 
many  as  25  mature  bulls  have  been  observed  wintering  on  the  property.   Spring/summer/fall 
habitats  exist  for  both  mule  deer  and  whitetailed  deer,  with  mule  deer  wintering  here  in  some 
years.   Antelope  are  located  here  in  spring,  summer  and  fall.   Sage  grouse  are  found  here 
yearlong.   Some  blue  grouse  brood  rearing  occurs  here  as  well.   Black  bear  are  found  here, 
principally  in  the  spring  and  early  summer.   Moose  are  occasional  visitors  to  the  east  side 
parcels.    Numerous  nongame  species  are  found  in  the  vicinity  (see  EA  for  species  list). 
Wolves  have  sporadically  been  observed  in  the  Big  Hole,   but  the  area  is  not  included  in  the 
experimental  wolf  recovery  zone. 


FWP  has  interest  in  the  Hirschy  property  because  of  the  high  quality  habitat  it  provides  for  the 
aforementioned  species,  and  because  of  the  significance  of  its  tributary  streams  to  the  Big  Hole 
River.   Additionally,  the  history  of  recreational  hunting  opportunities  provided  by  the  Hirschy 
family,  at  no  charge,  will  be  ensured  for  future  generations  by  the  easement. 

Because  of  the  ranching  tradition  carried  on  in  the  Big  Hole  by  second  and  third  generation 
families,  the  upper  portion  of  the  valley  remains  relatively  undismrbed  by  subdivision. 
However,  subdivision  is  presently  occurring  at  Steel  Creek,  and  at  limited  specific  locations 
along  the  Big  Hole  River.   Subdivision  in  the  mid  reaches  of  the  Big  Hole  near  Wise  River  has 
been  occurring  at  a  rapid  rate,  and  will  expand  into  the  upper  Big  Hole  in  the  future.   The  Big 
Hole's  picturesque  setting  and  proximity  to  recreational  oppormnities  make  it  a  highly 
desirable  location  for  subdivision. 

Funds  used  in  the  acquisition  of  this  easement  will  come  from  hunting  license  revenues 
earmarked  by  House  Bill  526  for  the  Habitat  Montana  program. 

This  management  plan  was  written  to  describe  various  management  actions  which  will  occur 
as  a  result  of  a  conservation  easement  on  this  portion  of  the  Hirschy  Ranch.  This  Management 
Plan  will  be  updated  as  necessary  by  consent  of  the  Landowner  and  FWP. 

11.  GOAL 

The  overall  management  goal  and  purpose  of  the  Hirschy  Conservation  Easement  is  to: 

Conserve  and  protect  in  perpetuity  the  wildlife  habitat  and  agricultural  values  of  portions  of 
the  Hirschy  Ranch  while  providing  public  hunting  opportunities  as  recreation  and  as  a 
management  tool. 

m.  OBJECTIVES 

OBJECTIVE  1:  Protect  and,  where  necessary,  improve  the  productivity  of  soils,  water, 
and  vegetation  in  a  manner  which  will  mutually  benefit  livestock  and  wildlife. 

•  Issue:  Livestock  grazing  will  be  managed  to  maintain  or  improve  the  condition  of  soils 

and  vegetation. 

Strategy:  Pasmres  dominated  by  native  vegetation  will  be  managed  following  prescriptions 
identified  in  the  Hirschy  Easement,  and  will  be  grazed  utilizing  a  system  with  scheduled  rest. 
Additional  fencing  will  be  required  to  implement  these  systems.  On  the  upper  Jack  Hirschy 
parcel  (east  side),  additional  water  developments  will  be  required  as  well.  PasUires  dominated 
by  non-native  vegetation  and  which  are  irrigated  will  be  managed  using  historic  management 
practices. 


Total  livestock  AUM's  will  not  be  reduced  under  this  plan. 

•  Issue:  The  distribution  of  habitat  types  and  vegetation  baseline  information  for  the 
Hirschy  Easement  needs  to  be  collected. 

Strategy:  Develop  a  Baseline  Report  (as  described  in  the  Statewide  Habitat  Plan)  which  will 
provide  a  basis  for  future  comparison  of  grazing  practices  and  habitat  condition.   This  would 
involve  quantifying  and  mapping  vegetation  cover  types. 

Strategy:  In  consultation  with  the  FWP  vegetation  ecologist,  monitor  vegetation  and  habitat 
conditions  over  time  by  establishing  permanent  photo  plots  and  vegetation  transects  (line 
intercept  and  Daubenmire)  in  each  vegetation  community  (revisited  on  a  3-5  year  schedule). 
Aerial  photographs  may  also  be  used  for  monitoring  changes  in  vegetation  over  time. 

•  Issue:  The  terms  of  the  conservation  easement  will  require  implementation  and 
monitoring. 

Strategy:  A  primary  purpose  of  the  easement  is  to  prevent  certain  changes  of  land  use  which 
may  negatively  impact  wildlife.   FWP  will  monitor  land  use  on  the  Hirschy  easement  parcels 
through  ground  observations,  including  an  annual  visit  with  the  landowner.   These  visits  will 
build  and  continue  a  working  relationship  between  FWP  and  the  landowner  and  will  insure 
objectives  are  being  met  and  opportunities  for  improvements  are  improved. 

Strategy:  When  timber  management  occurs,  the  activity  will  be  reviewed  and  approved  by 
FWP.   Specifics  will  be  determined  on  accordance  with  easement  terms,  and  in  compliance 
with  Montana'a  Best  Management  Practices  (BMP's),  as  defined  and  described  in  Montana 
State  Extension  Service  Publication  No.   EB0096.   A  timber  harvest  plan  will  be  submitted  to 
FWP  and  for  review  and  open  for  suggestion  to  minimize  adverse  impacts  on  the  conservation 
values  of  the  land.   FWP  will  assist  in  the  location  of  roads,  decking  areas,  etc.,  and  will 
approve  final  road  design  and  location.   Wherever  possible,  roads  will  be  obliterated  using 
road  right-of-way  slash  which  will  be  pulled  back  over  the  roadbed.  The  objective  will  be  to 
maintain  as  closely  as  possible  the  security  cover  that  exists  prior  to  logging  activity. 

Strategy:  FWP  will  work  with  the  landowner  to  implement  any  activity  that  involves  FWP 
approval  or  cooperation. 

Strategy:  Some  of  the  major  land  use  restrictions  which  are  designed  to  protect  wildlife  values 
on  Hirschy  easement  lands  that  will  be  monitored  by  FWP  include: 

Sagebrush,  willow,  aspen  and  Cottonwood  manipulation  or  control  is  prohibited 
outside  of  areas  delineated  in  the  baseline  report. 

Residential  subdivision  is  prohibited  because  of  direct  conflicts  human 


development  has  on  wildlife  habitat,  wildlife,  and  on  hunting  seasons  where 
hunting  may  be  inconsistent  with  a  residential  setting. 

Cultivation  is  limited  to  areas  designated  as  such  in  the  easement.   Native 
grasslands  will  remain  intact  and  will  be  managed  using  domestic  livestock  and 
a  prescribed  grazing  system  that  is  set  forth  in  the  easement. 

FWP  will  work  with  the  landowner  to  develop  fencing  and  water  developments 
necessary  to  implement  the  grazing  system. 

Grazing  systems  on  the  upper  Jack  Hirschy  (east  side)  parcel  and  the  Moose 
Creek  parcel,  which  are  composed  of  native  vegetation,  will  have  one  pasture 
completely  rested  each  year.  Additionally,  the  pasture  receiving  the  grazing 
treatment  during  alternate  years  will  be  grazed  only  after  August  1 .  Therefore, 
vegetation  will  be  maximally  produced  for  both  livestock  and  wildlife. 

Three  5-acre  future  potential  homesites  specifically  provided  for  and  specifically 
located  in  the  easement,  will  be  located  no  closer  than  150  feet  from  streams, 
and  will  be  subject  to  proper  grazing  use  by  the  horses  permitted.   It  is 
recognized  that  5 -acres  are  not  adequate  to  supply  the  forage  needs  of  even  one 
horse,  therefore,  it  is  recognized  that  providing  artificial  feed  to  these  horses 
will  be  required  to  sustain  them,  and  to  prevent  damage  to  the  vegetation. 

All  gravel  excavation  will  be  limited  to  areas  specifically  described  in  the 
easement. 

"Wetlands"  described  and  mapped  in  the  easement  will  be  protected  from  any 
activity  that  would  result  in  their  destruction. 

Commercial  outfitting  for  the  purpose  of  hunting  will  be  prohibited  on  the 
Hirschy  parcels. 

Elk  numbers  will  be  monitored  to  assure  compliance  with  the  Pioneer  elk 
management  unit. 

•  Issue:  There  may  be  habitat  enhancement  opportunities  for  upland  game  birds  or 
waterfowl  which  are  not  addressed  in  the  easement. 

Strategy:  FWP  will  review  the  ranch's  potential  for  habitat  enhancement  and  pursue  habitat 
projects  which  are  of  interest  to  the  landowner  and  meet  habitat  program  objectives. 

•  Issue:  Noxious  weeds  can  reduce  range  quality. 
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10/day 
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22/day 
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4/day 

General 

8/day 

14/day 

-588 

archery  hunter  days 

30/day 

-  105C 

)  gun  hunters/day 

1638  Hunter  Days 

Strategy:  With  vehicular  access  being  restricted  to  public  roads  and  to  a  few  roads  specified  in 
the  easement,  noxious  weeds  that  would  be  spread  by  vehicles  should  be  kept  to  a  relatively 
small  area,  where  ranch  personnel  could  frequently  monitor,  identify,  and  control  such 
noxious  weeds. 

Strategy:  FWP  encourages  the  landowner  to  require  hunters  who  wish  to  use  horses  may  only 
bring  certified  weed-free  hay. 


OBJECTIVE  2:   Provide  hunting  access  to  accommodate  a  minimum  average  of  1638  hunter 
days  annually  distributed  among  the  4  parcel  as  follows: 

*■  Big  Hole  and  1 120  and 

►  Jack  Hirschy  (East  Side): 

►  Moose  Creek  parcel: 

Total  Archery  Hunters 
Total  Gun  Hunters 

TOTAL  - 

•  Issue:  Historically,  the  landowner  has  allowed  hunting  access  to  their  property. 

Hunters  should  be  distributed  in  time  and  space  to  assure  a  good  harvest  while  not 
disturbing  elk  from  the  property. 

Strategy:  Block  management  has  been  successfully  implemented  for  the  past  3  years,  and 
provides  the  framework  for  the  hunter  access  portion  of  the  easement.   Hunter  distribution, 
hunter  sign-ups,  parking  area  designation,  signing  Hirschy  property,  assisting  with 
enforcement,  distributing  maps,  and  responding  to  the  large  number  of  hunter  requests  are  all 
part  of  the  block  management  portion  of  the  management  plan. 

Strategy:  Vehicular  access  for  hunting  is  principally  provided  from  public  roads  located  on  the 
periphery  of  the  property  to  minimize  habitat  damage,  enhance  the  ability  of  the  area  to 
"hold"  elk,  and  to  minimize  the  threat  of  noxious  weeds.   Access  to  the  1 120  and  Moose 
Creek  will  be  from  the  Gibbonsville  Road  (Forest  Service  Road  624).   This  public  road 
touches  the  1 120  parcel  for  approximately  2  miles  along  the  north  edge  of  the  property.   The 
Moose  Creek  parcel  (Yank  Swamp)  lies  approximately  Va  mile  through  PS  land  from  this 
road.   Access  to  the  Big  Hole  parcel  is  from  the  Foothills  Road,  1/8  mile  south  of  the  Twin 
Lakes  mrnoff,  then  east  on  said  road  Vi  mile  to  the  Big  Hole  property.  Access  to  the  Jack 
Hirschy  (East  Side)  parcel  is  provided  opposite  the  Jack  Hirschy  Lane  where  a  parking  area  is 
provided  in  section  13.   An  alternate  access  is  provided  through  deeded  land  at  the  east  part  of 
section  23. 


•  Issue:  Adequate  wildlife  harvest  may  not  be  achieved  with  the  1643  hunter  days/year. 

Strategy:  it  is  recognized  that  1643  hunter  days  is  a  minimum,  and  may  not  be  adequate  to 
achieve  the  desired  harvest.   In  the  event  of  an  increased  need  to  increase  harvest,  additional 
hunter  numbers  or  a  change  in  hunter  access  may  be  necessary. 


OBJECTIVE  3:  Maintain  and/or  improve  the  wildlife  values  which  exist  on  the  Hirschy 
Ranch  Conservation  Easement  property. 

•  Issue:  There  is  potential  for  game  damage  to  occur  on  the  Hirschy  property. 

Strategy:  Game  damage  problems  will  be  managed  through  public  hunting  whenever  possible. 
Game  damage  will  be  provided  on  an  as  needed  basis  to  the  landowner.   It  is  recognized  that 
there  will  be  landowner  tolerance  to  elk  numbers  identified  in  the  FWP  Elk  Plan.  Future  elk 
objectives  will  not  exceed  this  range.   Presently,  approximately  125  elk  are  commonly  found 
wintering  on  east  side  parcels,  with  that  number  ranging  as  high  as  350  on  occasion.  This 
represents  about  150  fewer  elk  than  occurred  in  1990,  and  is  near  elk  plan  objectives. 
Approximately  600  elk  migrate  from  Idaho  winter  ranges  onto  west  side  parcels  in  the  spring, 
and  subsequently  distribute  themselves  throughout  the  valley.   Approximately  150  to  250  elk 
can  commonly  be  found  during  summer  on  these  west  side  parcels. 

•  Issue:  Human  activity  during  winter  on  the  Jack  Hirschy  east  side  parcels  may  result  in 
the  displacement  of  elk  to  adjacent  private  lands,  thereby  creating  game  damage 
concerns. 

Strategy:  FWP  recommends  a  minimal  amount  of  disturbance  over  and  above  normal  ranch 
activity  on  these  East  Side  elk  winter  range  parcels.  This  would  include  a  number  of 
activities,  including  snowmobile  activity,  that  would  be  conducted  in  excess  of  normal  ranch 
activity.  The  easement  stipulates  against  leasing  the  property  for  winter  recreation. 


Jack  Hirschy  Date 


Fred  Hirschy  Date 


Montana  Fish,  Wildlife  &  Parks  Date 
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I.  INTRODUCTION 

House  Bill  526,  passed  by  the  1987  Legislature  (MCA  87-1-241  and  MCA  87-1-242), 
authorizes  Montana  Fish,  Wildlife  &  Parks  (MFWP)  to  acquire  an  interest  in  land  for  the 
purpose  of  protecting  and  improving  wildlife  habitat.   These  acquisitions  can  be  through  fee 
title,  conservation  easements,  or  leasing.   In  1989,  the  Montana  legislature  passed  House  Bill 
720  requiring  that  a  socioeconomic  assessment  be  completed  when  wildlife  habitat  is  acquired 
using  Habitat  Montana  monies.   These  assessments  evaluate  the  significant  social  and 
economic  impacts  of  the  purchase  on  local  governments,  employment,  schools,  and  impacts  on 
local  businesses. 

This  socioeconomic  evaluation  addresses  the  purchase  of  a  conservation  easement  on  9468.75 
acres  of  the  Jack  Hirschy  Livestock  Inc.,  land,  and  acceptance  of  the  donation  of  an  easement 
on  1360  acres  of  the  Moose  Creek  property  owned  by  Fred  and  Lynn  Hirschy.   The  report 
addresses  the  physical  and  institutional  setting  as  well  as  the  social  and  economic  impacts 
associated  with  the  proposed  conservation  easements. 

II.  PHYSICAL  AND  INSTITUTIONAL  SETTING 

A.  Property  Description 

The  Hirschy  properties  are  located  about  15  miles  southwest  and  west  of  Wisdom,  MT  in 
Beaverhead  County.  These  easements  encompass  10,828.75  acres  of  riparian,  intermountain 
grassland  and  forest  habitat.  A  detailed  description  of  this  property  is  included  in  the 
environmental  assessment  (EA). 

B.  Habitat  and  Wildlife  Populations 

Elk,  mule  deer,  white-tailed  deer,  black  bears  and  moose  use  the  area  either  year-round  or 
seasonally.   The  habitat  also  supports  grouse  and  waterfowl  on  a  seasonal  basis  and  is  home  to 
a  host  of  nongame  species. 

Swamp  Creek,  a  tributary  of  the  Big  Hole,  runs  through  one  of  the  parcels  and  supports 
spawning  habitat  for  arctic  grayling,  a  species  of  special  concern. 

C.  Current  Use 

The  Hirschy  property  is  a  working  ranch.   The  owners  have  allowed  public  access  for  hunting 
in  the  past  and  have  been  enrolled  in  the  Block  Management  Program. 


D.  Management  Alternatives 

1)  Purchase  a  conservation  easement  on  the  property  by  MFWP 

2)  No  purchase 

Alternative  1 ,  the  purchase  and  donation  of  a  conservation  easement  will  provide  long  term 
protection  for  the  agricultural  activities  this  land  supports  as  well  as  allow  for  the  protection 
and  enhancement  of  the  native  habitats  and  wildlife  this  land  sustains.  In  addition  the 
easements  will  provide  for  public  access  on  the  property  for  hunting. 

The  second  alternative,  the  no  purchase  option,  does  not  guarantee  the  protection  of  these 
resources  from  future  development  or  provide  guaranteed  public  access. 


MFWP  Purchase  of  Conservation  Easements 

The  intent  of  the  Hirschy  conservation  easements  is  to  protect  and  enhance  the  wildlife  habitat 
currently  found  on  the  property  while  maintaining  the  agricultural  uses  of  the  property.  In 
addition,  these  easements  will  provide  public  access  to  the  property  for  hunting  in  perpetuity. 
The  Deed  of  Conservation  Easement  specifies  the  terms  of  the  agreement.  The  major  points 
presented  here  may  affect  the  socioeconomic  environment.  They  are: 

1)  No  residential  subdivision  or  development  of  the  land  except  that  allowed  by  the 
Easements. 

2)  No  commercial  use  of  land  and  resources  except  those  allowed  by  the 
Easements. 

3)  Game  farming  is  prohibited. 

4)  No  new  buildings  or  construction  except  that  allowed  by  the  Easements. 

5)  Mineral  exploration/extraction  are  limited  by  the  terms  of  the  Easements. 

6)  No  sagebrush,  willow,  cottonwood  or  aspen  control  or  manipulation  on  the  Jack 
Hirschy  Livestock,  Inc.  parcel. 

7)  No  wetland  draining,  diking.   No  cultivation  within  50  feet  of  a  perennial 
stream. 

8)  No  cultivation  or  farming  except  on  existing  hay  lands. 

9)  Livestock  grazing  must  be  in  accordance  with  the  terms  of  the  Easements  and 
the  Grazing  Plan. 

10)  Timber  harvest  conducted  in  accordance  with  the  terms  of  the  Easements. 

A  complete  list  of  the  restrictions  these  easements  have  on  the  landowners  and  MFWP  is 
provided  in  the  Deed  of  Conservation  Easements  for  the  Hirschy  Ranch. 


No  Purchase  Alternative 

This  alternative  requires  some  assumptions  since  management  of  the  property  will  vary 
depending  on  what  the  current  owners  decide  to  do  with  the  property  if  MFWP  does  not 
purchase  a  conservation  easement. 

Subdivision  of  the  land  while  a  possibility  is  not  a  major  concern  at  this  time.    In  addition, 
commercial  uses,  such  as  fee  hunting,  timber  harvest,  mining  and/or  more  intensive 
agricultural  practices  of  the  land  are  also  a  possibility.   Public  access  to  this  property  would 
not  be  guaranteed  without  an  easement.  The  economic  impacts  associated  with  this  alternative 
have  not  been  calculated. 


III.  SOCIAL  AND  ECONOMIC  IMPACTS 

Section  II  identified  the  management  alternatives  this  report  addresses.  The  purchase  of  a 
conservation  easement  will  provide  long  term  protection  of  important  wildlife  habitat,  help  to 
preserve  the  ranching  characteristics  of  the  area,  keep  the  land  in  private  ownership  and 
provide  for  public  access  for  hunting.   Section  III  quantifies  the  social  and  economic 
consequences  of  the  two  management  alternatives  following  two  basic  accounting  stances: 
financial  and  local  area  impacts. 

Financial  impacts  address  the  cost  of  the  conservation  easements  to  MFWP  and  discuss  the 
impacts  on  tax  revenues  to  local  government  agencies  including  school  districts. 

Expenditure  data  associated  with  the  use  of  the  property  provides  information  for  analyzing  the 
impacts  these  expenditures  have  on  local  businesses  (i.e.  income  and  employment). 

A.  Financial  Impacts 

The  financial  impacts  on  MFWP  are  related  to  the  purchase  price  of  the  conservation  easement 
and  maintenance/management  costs.  The  Hirschy  conservation  easement  will  cost  MFWP 
$1,400,000.   Maintenance/management  costs  related  to  the  easements  are  associated  with 
monitoring  the  property  to  insure  the  easements  terms  are  being  followed.  These  costs  are 
unknown  at  this  time. 

The  financial  impacts  to  local  governments  are  the  potential  changes  in  tax  revenues  resulting 
from  the  purchase  of  the  conservation  easement.  The  Hirschy  easements  will  leave  the  land  in 
private  ownership  and  will  not  change  the  type  of  use  on  the  property  -  it  will  remain  as  a 
working  ranch.     The  number  of  cattle  run  on  the  property  will  not  change.  There  will  be  no 
significant  changes  in  tax  revenues  to  local  governments  including  schools  due  to  the 
easements. 


B.   Economic  Impacts 

The  acquisition  of  a  conservation  easement  will  not  adversely  affect  the  ranching  activities  on 
the  Hirschy  property.  Consequently,  there  will  not  be  any  significant  financial  impacts  to 
local  businesses  associated  with  the  ranching  activities. 

While  the  Hirschy  family  has  been  very  generous  in  allowing  hunting  in  the  past,  the 
easements  provide  for  hunting  access  in  perpemity.  This  long  term  stability  in  access  provides 
a  long  term  stability  to  the  local  businesses  that  rely  on  hunters  and  their  expenditures  each 
year. 


rV.  FINDINGS  AND  CONCLUSIONS 

As  noted  at  the  beginning  of  this  document,  the  Hirschy  property  is  located  in  Beaverhead 
County  about  15  miles  southwest  of  Wisdom,  MT. 

These  easements  will  provide  long  term  protection  for  critical  wildlife  habitat  as  well  as 
protect  stream  habitat  that  is  used  by  arctic  grayling,  a  species  of  special  concern  in  Montana.. 

The  purchase  and  donation  of  these  conservation  easements  by  MFWP  will  not  cause  a 
reduction  in  tax  revenues  to  Beaverhead  County. 

The  agriculmral/ranching  operations  will  continue  at  their  current  levels.  The  financial  impacts 
of  the  easements  on  local  businesses  will  be  neutral. 

The  acquisition  and  donation  of  these  conservation  easements  on  land  owned  by  the  Hirschy 
family  appears  to  be  in  the  public  interest. 
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